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Material Potential | Abstract

Material libraries are growing resources that

offer an opportunity for artists and designers to
discover a variety of materials. These collections
are composed in a traditional taxonomy, pairing
materials based on composition. Samples are
typically commercially made and are displayed
independent of context, means of production,
cultural significance, and application.

Through making we learn a material’s potential:
the transformation it can make, the form it can
take, and the new composites we can create.
This generative experience lives in the studio
and workshop. But how can we introduce this
language of process, critical thinking, and making
to activate and challenge a material—and a
maker’s—potential within the context of the
library?

and linear structure of a material library. This
tool challenges the visitor to collect, arrange, and
annotate their own collection and classification of
materials based on a series of prompts that draw
attention to materials’ aesthetic, ephemeral, and
ontological qualities.
The way we place objects in an arrangement
generates a dialogue between materials in terms
of their qualities, components, and process that
parallels the way we view and discuss works of
art and design in the studio, museum, or through
user interaction. Introducing this new material
rhetoric—juxtaposed against the static structure
of the material library—recontextualizes a
material’s potential and provides a foundation
for the infinite arrangements, associations, and
applications. o

In an effort to gather a response to this
consideration for material potential within
a material library, I conducted a series of
interaction- and experience-based surveys to
collect the emotional, associative, and logical
qualities of materials.
I have translated this research into a discursive
method for navigating the traditional taxonomy

13

Material Potential | Introduction

Materials are the foundation for all making.

For an object to be designed, made, used, or
even conceived, one must consider what will be
employed to materialize a concept. In practice,
artists and designers are naturally adept at
making—in our studios we apply, appropriate, and
experiment with materials as a means for making.
True to this inherent dexterity we express
thoughts, feelings, and ideas by making. We
employ this process to understand the true
potential of a material. In the setting of a material
library we must rely only on the visual and tactile
experience of our senses to draw a connection
between a material and its potential application or
reconsideration. This inability to use the sample or
in many cases obtain the actual material presents
a challenge to the artist or designer: to reference
but not apply the myriad of samples that are
represented in the collection.
Material libraries are a growing resource offering
an opportunity for one to discover a variety
of materials independent of context, means of
production, cultural significance, and traditional
application. Multitudes of physical material
samples are divided between broad families,
including polymer, metal, mineral, and bio-

composites. This structure is valuable but there
are other ways of seeing the potential of these
materials.
This static format of the material library offers
opportunity for selection and application but
inhibits the chance to learn from materials
on a level beyond their formal qualities and
composition. Can extracting materials from their
linear taxonomy, arranging them with others
that are both similar and contrasting, allow for
the recognition of material potential? Further
connections can be made between materials
arranged in conversation with one another. This
discursive configuration explores the potential for
recognizing the effective, associative, and logical
qualities of materials.

further engagement and interaction. Through
survey and observation I have developed a new
methodology in effectively navigating the material
experience.

Will questioning how we learn from materials
in the context of the library and disrupting
convention offer a more complete way of seeing a
material’s potential? o

This thesis investigation explores how a material
library can facilitate comprehensive opportunities
for material understanding that better aligns
with the way artists and designers research and
discover materials and their potential within the
studio environment. Borrowing from the rhetoric
of critique and the discussion of the aesthetic,
ephemeral, and ontological qualities in art and
design I have conducted a series of interventions
within the material library in order to encourage

15

1.0
MATERIAL
CULTURE

Material Collecting | an instinct • an avenue • an obsession

17

Collecting is an inherent compulsion that has shaped my process
of thinking and making. To claim mere infatuation would
be an understatement.

Diana Wagner, Collections Installation (detail), 2007
18
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1.1 Material Collecting | an instinct

A s a collector I have developed a passion for

amassing objects and ephemera that inspire a
dialogue between material and maker. Though
I do not collect with intention, theses objects
end up acting as both reference and material
for my works of art and design. I happen upon
things that open themselves up the potential of
becoming something new. These chance findings
and happenings are a necessary component of my
design process.
From an early age I have identified myself as a
collector. When left to my own devices I would
spend my time away from school gathering
specimens in the yard—small pieces of thread and
yarn dropped by birds scavenging for their nests,
scraps of wrappers, and cellophane. For hours I
would examine my findings, creating collages at a
little easel my parents set up for me in the studio
space attached to our garage.
My obsession for preserving and glorifying
ephemera only grew. As a teenager I wanted to
transform my entire bedroom into one of the
canvases I loved to cover as a child. My parents
indulged this—only after covering my room with
corkboard in an effort to preserve the surface
of their walls. Floor to ceiling I pinned all of my

collections: trinkets, photos, and colorful detritus
that found its way into my possession—all of the
scraps I saved and cherished from my day-to-day
activities, school, and family vacations.
While this obsession may infer chaos and
disorder, everything I collected found its way into
a system of order. I developed hierarchies and
classifications for these materials, cherishing them
as if they possessed value beyond memorabilia,
nostalgia, and affinity. I used miniature jars and
boxes to institute divisions between scale and
color—ultimately surrendering everything but the
most precious artifacts to my works of art.
I went on to college where I majored in
sculpture and focused my art-making on themes
of collections, accretions, and collage. From
installations to books, I considered the ways I
could combine my findings into my process of
making. Collecting—never letting go of even the
smallest artifact—remained an extension of my
identity.

potential in waste. Stuff Inc. obtained once-used
materials to redistribute within our community
as ingredients in the creation of art and design.
The core values of our social mission were
foreshadowing an instinct that would remain
with me—an intrigue with the world of material
collection and material potential. To this day one
segment of our core values resonates with me
spontaneity breeds creativity.
Collecting allowed me to create connections
between object, form, and place, which became
central to my process of making. I began to
recognize a pattern of happenstance—chance
occurrences that presented a change of course.
Operating on this instinct I embraced these
erratic combinations in my process, aspiring
to find where collecting and making have the
potential to come together in a nontraditional
way. o

After graduation I pursued a nomadic life as a
serial intern—five cities in two years—at the
same time I founded my own nonprofit dedicated
to creative reuse and the collective vision to see

MATERIAL COLLECTING | an instinct
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1.2 Material Collecting | an avenue

M

y travels are filled with memories of small
towns and their repositories for materials of time
past: stores of thrift, salvage, junk, antiques, and
heirlooms provide refuge for cultural artifacts as
well as further insight into the phenomenon of
collecting. Sifting through piles of clothes once
worn, photos taken by strangers, and trinkets
gathered from foreign lands sparks a curiosity
in me that is second only to objects of art and
design.
Like these repositories, museums are troves for
objects with histories to divulge. Artists who
consider the museum archive as a medium can
provide intrigue into collecting as a form of art.
Hal Foster describes the work of three artists at
the intersection of mining and making and their
reference to our interpretation of collections
or combinations as “an archival impulse” in his
article of the same name.1 Foster argues that
while digital databases and the Internet offer an
ideal medium for archival projects, the tactile
and physical experience gained from tangible
interaction elevates the artist-as-archivist.2
After leaving Tuscumbia, Alabama, where I spent
several months as an artist-in-residence, photodocumenting my experience as a temporary
Thrift Store in Berkeley, California, 2009
20
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Thrift Store in Tuscumbia, Alabama, 2008

MATERIAL COLLECTING | an avenue
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Elsewhere Artist Collaborative in Greensboro, North Carolina, 2009
22
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[ Elsewhere ] is a space of pure inspiration and play
where making activates artifacts and objects. . .

member of this tiny town, I made my way to the
Elsewhere Artist Collaborative in Greensboro,
North Carolina, to perform a stint in this former
thrift store turned living museum. Elsewhere is a
magical place where artists create work with the
contents of a three-story building littered with
the inventory left from 58 years of acquiring
odds and ends.3 This is a space of pure inspiration
and play where making activates artifacts and
objects: happenstance, disorientation, and irony,
contribute to transforming hordes of stuff
into works of art. This museum embodies the
concept of spontaneity breeding creativity, and
Elsewhere’s approach to transforming an archive
into a medium has stayed with me.
One chance encounter after another led me to the
Fabric Workshop and Museum, a contemporary
art museum boasting a registry of work from over
500 Artists-in-Residence, all contained in a centercity Philadelphia high-rise. I spent my days on the
third floor of this eight-story building. My home
was with the collection, keeping watch over some
5,600 works of art commissioned in collaboration
with the Workshop. This is a place where art is
made, collected, and exhibited.
I took a break from sorting the details of an
Elsewhere Artist Collaborative in Greensboro, North Carolina, 2009
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By chance I found myself half-way around the world and in one of
the most significant archives of 20th century design.

upcoming exhibition to travel to Europe for a
brief adventure. I coordinated with my youngest
brother who was studying abroad for the year,
planning to connect in Berlin. My flight arrived
midmorning, John David and his cohort were
scheduled for a tour of the Bauhaus Archive after
lunch. By chance I found myself half-way around
the world and in one of the most significant
archives of 20th century design. As a product of
several institutions that follow the Bauhaus model
of teaching, I have grown to revere precedents set
by the integration of fine art and craft.
The Bauhaus model gave way to pivotal
developments in the discipline and pedagogy of
industrial design. In this school Walter Gropius
forged a holistic approach to materials, promoting
their understanding, consideration, and
application for designed objects. Of the subjects
taught from 1919-1933, material studies was
prominent, as was investigating how to combine
different materials such as wood, metal, fabric,
color, glass, clay, and stone.4
Another fortuitous happening during this trip
foreshadowed my future research as a designer.
Wandering one afternoon in Berlin—among
boutiques dedicated entirely to mustard and
Bauhaus Archive Museum of Design in Berlin, 2011
24
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Bauhaus Archive Museum of Design in Berlin, 2011

MATERIAL COLLECTING | an avenue
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The Werkbund Archive—Museum of Things in Berlin, 2011
26
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The Museum of Things is a living archive of designed objects and cultural artifacts
that represent contemporary life through commodity culture.

wooden toys—I saw a small sign jutting from a
stone arch that read, “Museum der Dinge”, I didn’t
comprehend the word “Dinge,” but “Museum”
patched into a modern grid of gray boxes was
enough for me to go inside.
A showroom of beautiful gifts and books for
sale greeted me. I made my way to the desk to
ask where I was. The Museum of Things is a
living archive of designed objects and cultural
artifacts that represent contemporary life through
commodity culture.5 This extensive collection
invites the viewer into a Wunderkammer,
where objects are carefully curated to create
conversation between products we know today
and those of times past.6
I was mesmerized by this visual performance
with objects of utility and high design sharing the
stage in a dialogue of color, scale, and function. I
stayed for hours, reading every piece of literature
and taking dozens of photos to preserve the
memory of this experience. Unbeknownst to
me the curatorial mission of this museum and
its display of material objects would lead to the
inception of my thesis investigation.
I am drawn to the obscure arrangement in the
“Electra” The Werkbund Archive—Museum of Things in Berlin, 2011

MATERIAL COLLECTING | an avenue
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Recounting these experiences has revealed how pivotal they were in developing
what has become my pursuit of education in design.

image featuring “Electra” with pairs of bottles,
tin containers, and a miniature silver fork and
spoon kneeling before the Egyptian Pharaoh.
This arrangement, which also includes an antique
glass insulator and a porcelain dish, reminded
me of the placement of objects on the credenza
and mantel in my grandparents’ home. Mirroring
this nostalgia, though slightly interrupted by
the dominance of so many yellow objects in this
“curiosity cabinet” image I look closer to evaluate
the difference in forms on the top most shelf and
the lettering on the tin boxes, curious to see if
they claim similar contents.
Recounting these experiences has revealed how
pivotal they were in developing what has become
my pursuit of education in design. My interest
in collecting is a patchwork of art and design:
inspiration and reality, chaos and order,
irony and consideration. o

“Curiosity Cabinet” The Werkbund Archive—Museum of Things in Berlin, 2011
28
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The Werkbund Archive—Museum of Things in Berlin, 2011

MATERIAL COLLECTING | an avenue
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Diana Wagner, Documented Installation (Mount Desert Island, Maine), photograph, 2010
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1.3 Material Collecting | an obsession

A s a culture we are obsessed with collecting.

Where nature dictates order and efficiency we, as
a species, contradict this as rampant consumers of
countless possessions. Obscuring the line between
need and desire can at times appear chaotic. In
The Order of Things, Michel Foucault argues that
we learned to apply order in parallel with nature,
creating order from the chaos that surrounds us.7
While there are many phenomenons in the natural
world to dictate and decipher order, one species—
the Bowerbird—is of particular intrigue. Just as I
would gather and classify specimens in the yard
as a child, the Bower curates collections of found
treasures to attract a mate. They assemble the
shining wing-covers of beetles, glowing orange
leaves, and acorns of oak trees, all classified and
arranged to surround their bowers in the forests
of New Guinea.8

We All Collect:

From our dwellings that provide refuge to all the
effects we personally amass to our communities,
where cultural institutions are filled with history,
the phenomenon of collecting is universal to the
human condition. At any given time we are likely
to have some ephemera accumulating in our
pockets or stockpiles lingering in our basements

and attics. Often, this aggregation of materials
and objects can appear ill-considered—like
a congregation of knickknacks devouring an
end table or when frantic piling becomes allconsuming. At first glance, a semblance of order
may not be gleaned as readily as the curated
piles of the Bower Bird. Though inconspicuous,
as Foucault asserts, perhaps we do in fact
apply individualized classifications, systems,
and taxonomies to groups of objects in endless
combinations.

With Collecting Comes Arranging:

This leads me to question what considerations
were made for the end table that becomes the
stage for souvenirs? What was the logic behind
the composition of the frantic piles? In his book
Arranging Things: A Rhetoric of Object Placement
Leonard Koren dissects our collections of “things”
and the ways in which they communicate visual
information. Koren analyzes arrangements made
arbitrarily like the end table or frantic pile as
opposed to those curated with intention, a store
window display or an art exhibition for instance.
He ascribes eight principles to the rhetoric of
arranging to recontextualize the language and
analysis of verbal communication within the
visual.9

MATERIAL COLLECTING | an obsession
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Deceptively static, archives in fact merge order and chaos. Cacophonies of cultural
and material objects are stored based on their scale, medium, time period,
or where they happen to fit.
Individual vs. Institutional Collecting:

Like the way in which we personally accumulate
and display, in many ways museums and their
holdings also embody this concept. Deceptively
static, archives in fact merge order and chaos.
Cacophonies of cultural and material objects are
stored based on their scale, medium, time period,
or where they happen to fit. These arrangements
are brought to order through a complex
numbering system indicative of their location and
acquisition date, among other telling markers
placed in an indexed sequence. The relationships
made between objects in an archive creates a
dialogue parallel to that of intentional curation.
Constant rotation of new objects introduced
to a collection, traveling between storage and
exhibition, defines museums and their archives as
“living,” while collections that remain consistent
adopt a “static” definition.
A traditional museum houses an archive
composed of objects acquired with the
promise to preserve and exhibit within an
immediate community and larger network of
cultural institutions. The Museum of Art at
the Rhode Island School of Design is home to
an encyclopedic collection of works of art and
1938 Walter Gropius House in Lincoln, Massachusetts, 2012
32
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design ranging from ancient to contemporary.
In 1969 the Museum hosted Raid the Icebox I,
an exhibition that invited viewers into a museum
turned upside down. Raid the Icebox I was an
exhibition like none other seen at this time.
Curated by Andy Warhol, artworks emerged from
the basement storage as if the entire archive was
transported into the galleries.10
Outside the context of the museum Warhol was
also a collector who developed a reputation for
compulsive buying. Displayed in his Manhattan
townhouse were treasures from antique stores
and auction houses paired alongside works of
art and design from Native American to classic
Americana.11 This compulsion encroached on his
art-making as well: Warhol compiled hundreds
of boxes layered with every tangible fragment of
his life. Part collection, part collage, part archive,
and part storage, his most extensive personal
work, Time Capsules, created a “register of the
everyday”12 by way of crusty cake, cash, and a
mummified Egyptian foot, among other things.13
When Warhol was invited to mine the archives
of the RISD Museum he must have felt at home.
At that time the archive (or Icebox) of the RISD
Museum was a maze of rooms filled to the
RISD’s Edna Lawrence Nature Lab in Providence, Rhode Island, 2013

MATERIAL COLLECTING | an obsession

33

Archive view from the RISD Museum, Providence, Rhode Island. Raid the Icebox I with
Andy Warhol, April 23-June 30, 1970. Courtesy of RISD Archives.
34
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Installation view of Raid the Icebox I with Andy Warhol, RISD Museum, Providence,
Rhode Island, April 23-June 30, 1970. Courtesy of RISD Archives.
MATERIAL COLLECTING | an obsession
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Carefully staged arrangements—whether cataloged into an archive, arranged
in the home, or curated in a museum—grant the opportunity of
happening upon combinations unseen.
brim with works of art and cultural artifacts of
civilizations past. From the caverns of storage,
Warhol curated an exhibition reminiscent of the
vaults in which they came, stacking paintings
against the walls braced by sandbags, hanging
umbrellas from the ceiling, and stacking hatboxes
upon cabinets filled with shoes.14 He “cast his
innocent, non-curatorial eye upon objects that
had been scorned and forgotten for decades.”15
Scrutinized by the masses, this candid yet
seminal artist intervention is today referred to as
“ The Museum as Flea Market,”16 solidifying its
recognition as a living archive.
In opposition to the living museum—or even a
living archive where art is created from swarms of
objects—an extreme example of a static archive
is the Svalbard Global Seed Vault located in
Norway. Though not a museum of art or design
this is a seed bank of over 770,000 samples
housed in an underground bunker. Referred to
as the “doomsday” vault17 this archive is adjacent
to the North Pole and holds duplicates of the
world’s seeds. No one, including researchers and
plant breeders, can access these seeds. They are
specifically preserved for potential need in an
unexpected global crisis.18 While this archive is
not object based, the inherent lack of interaction

36
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between collection and viewer/user inhibits the
dissemination of information. In both the physical
and literal sense this archive is static as it is
neither accessed nor used in the traditional way.
Carefully staged arrangements—whether
cataloged into an archive, arranged in the home,
or curated in a museum—grant the opportunity
of happening upon combinations unseen. These
combinations have the potential to activate
a dialogue that prompts inquiry surrounding
aesthetic, associative, and logical relationships
derived from each figure and those surrounding
it. It is with this curiosity to create and happen
upon the innumerable arrangements a collection
can make that has led to my thesis investigation:
introducing a method of collecting and arranging
to create a new rhetoric of materials in the
context of RISD’s Material Resource Center. o

Robert Mapplethorpe, 1987 photograph of Andy
Warhol’s home, 57 East 66th Street in New York.
Possession Obsession: Andy Warhol and Collecting.
Pittsburgh, PA: Andy Warhol Museum, 2002.
Originally appeared in House & Garden.

Diana Wagner, Documented Installation, photograph, 2010
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2.0
MATERIAL
OBSERVATION

Material Making | a process • an exhibition

39

Diana Wagner, Inspiration Box, photograph, 2013
40
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2.1 Material Making | a process

M y design process starts with a box and in it I

place a collection of objects, natural specimens,
ephemera, and material samples—anything that
speaks in reference to my process of making. Like
a mood board of images collected for reference
in the design for a staged environment or visual
production, I create an “inspiration box”—a
collection of physical samples that inspire or
reference the creative process.
While it may be obvious to say that artists
and designers are influenced by the their
surroundings, this concentrated attempt to collect
and arrange sources of inspiration differentiates
my design process. I became attuned to my
application of this system as a method during my
apprenticeship with bespoke shoemaker Marika
Verploegh Chassé.
I was nearly one year into the industrial design
program when Marika visited RISD to give a
presentation on shoemaking. She brought with
her a small kit of various hand tools, sewing
instruments and raw material. With all these
items before her, she said, “I can take this toolkit
anywhere and make a pair of shoes.”
This, as well as her presentation on the process

of making shoes by hand, inspired me. I
questioned: If Marika can take these tools
anywhere and make a pair of shoes, could a
pair of shoes be made with any material?
Following the presentation I introduced
myself to Marika and asked if I could
apprentice with her during our upcoming
Wintersession. She agreed and for five weeks I
traveled to her studio in Brooklyn, NY. I was not
quite sure what I got myself into but I knew I
would be documenting the process step-by-step
as a visual narrative of the creation of madeto-measure shoes. Before my first day I put
together an inspiration box, staging a series of
arrangements with these objects I collected as
a reference for the design I had in mind.
Meticulous documentation was important
to me in order to retain an understanding of
the necessary components and techniques
for this skill set. My intention for
documenting this process was to continue
to explore and apply alternative materials
as an avenue for the development of
conceptual footwear. The immediate result
was my first pair of hand-made shoes, The
Winged Boots.

MATERIAL MAKING | a process
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Diana Wagner, Shoemaking A Documented Process, photographs, 2013
42
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Diana Wagner, Inspiration Box, photograph, 2013

MATERIAL MAKING | a process
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If Marika can take these tools anywhere and make a pair of shoes, could
a pair of shoes be made with any material?

After my five-week adventure I was presented
with a semester of study surrounding four
principles of design: experimental, discursive,
responsible, and commercial. For this I conceived
of a concept of /’wer/, which refers to and
encompasses the phonetic spelling of the
homophones: wear, ware, and where.

\’wer\
wear \ ware \ wear
The following are three projects that encompass
my three definitions of \’wer\:
Wear \’wer\ (verb)
1 : to have on your person
a: An object that serves a purpose
Ware \’wer\ (noun)
1 : a manufactured object
a: An object or collection of objects 		
with market value
Wear \’wer\ (verb)
1 : to decay through use and time
a: An object that allows for post life-		
cycle, alternative uses
Diana Wagner, The Winged Boots, hand-made shoes, 2013
44
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Can a new material be designed to appear worn with time or appear as if
something has been worn away from its surface?

Artifacts of /’wer/: materials studies
Erosion was one of the first processes that came
to mind in this exploration. The way layered earth
becomes weathered to reveal erratic textures of
protruding and inverted forms, like an expanded
impression fossilized from a geologic age.
Investigating this concept with material studies,
juxtaposing the intentional process of decay
against the ephemeral nature of material, I asked:

Can a new material be designed to appear worn
with time or appear as if something has been
worn away from its surface? In an experiment, I
poured plaster over powdered and fragmented
material and, once set, I documented the process
of this material slowly wearing away to reveal an
unseen, geomorphic texture.

Diana Wagner, Artifacts of /’wer/, materials studies, 2013

MATERIAL MAKING | a process
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Layers of latex paint and stains of rust merged in this malleable piece of found art.
I peeled it from the plastic and I kept it in my studio as inspiration.

Artifacts of /’wer/: dried paint as shoe
Following my experimentation with the fabricated
appearance of decay, I found myself admiring
a large dried paint chip I excavated from the
basement of the Fabric Workshop and Museum
several years prior. All of the paint cans saved
from gallery exhibitions were stored in a dim
corner of the basement. This particular sample
was molded to a plastic drop cloth. Layers of latex
paint and stains of rust merged in this malleable
piece of found art. I peeled it from the plastic and
I kept it in my studio as inspiration.
Hidden behind an array of figurines and miniature
jars filled with toy specimens, I found myself
admiring this paint chip. Handling it around a
shoe-last I realized it would fit perfectly to form
a shoe. This simple transformation, and act of
serendipity, activated further exploration of both
patterns and materials.

Diana Wagner, Artifacts of /’wer/, dried paint as shoe, 2013
48
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Personal Archive—Craft the Leather in Tuscany, 2013
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I looked to several objects: lace tainted with age, old rusted metal, and rocks
covered in lichen as a reference for my experiments enhancing and
exaggerating the inherent qualities of this leather.
Patterns of /’wer/: an exploration of
Tuscan vegetable-tanned leather
This series of fortuitous events charting a path
for footwear studies continued. I was invited to
participate in the program, Craft the Leather in
Tuscany. This was an experience like none other.
Joined by nine students from international art and
design schools, we toured the Tuscan vegetabletanned leather district to explore leather craft,
tanning, and sustainable efforts to conserve
environmental impacts.
Age and wear enhances the beauty of Tuscan
veg-tan leather, a quality that makes this material
coveted. I looked to several objects: lace tainted
with age, old rusted metal, and rocks covered
in lichen as a reference for my experiments
enhancing and exaggerating the inherent qualities
of this leather. I layered powdered metals with
chemical reactants to create beautiful organic
formations in varying hues that would slowly
wear away to reveal a stained leather patina.
My experimentations with materials, specifically
as an avenue for material development,
encourages the way I think about materials
and their potential. Projecting my personal
practice and process on the concept of a material
collections and archives has further fueled my
research. o
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Diana Wagner, Patterns of /’wer/, material studies and footwear collection for Craft the Leather, 2013
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I layering powdered metals with chemical reactants to create beautiful organic
formations in varying hues that slowly wear away to reveal a stained leather patina.
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2.2 Material Making | an exhibition

D

uring my first week at RISD I learned about
the Material Resource Center. Immediately
enamored with the idea of a library dedicated
entirely to materials I found my way to the second
floor of the Fleet Library to the Graham Visual
+ Material Resource Center. At the time it was a
narrow hallway allowing passage between Special
Collections and the Picture Collection. I met
Mark Pompelia, the Visual + Material Resource
Librarian, who introduced me to the collection,
its history, and plans for future growth. With
enthusiasm I asked for a work-study job.
In the second week of school, I began working,
contacting companies to request materials
samples to grow the collection. With the goal
of acquiring materials that would be the first of
their kind in the collection, I focused on technical
textiles and other non-rigid materials. By the
end of my first semester I gained a wealth of
knowledge in materials and material sourcing,
having contacted over 230 companies, which
increased the material samples collection 320%
from the previous year.
I watched hundreds of samples circulate among
inquiring art and design students. Once samples
are checked out there is no telling how they will

be referenced or used. But I became curious. As
a fellow maker, I view the materials collection as
a point of inspiration, inevitably leading to the
creation of new works of art and design by way of
our own material making.
In our studios we combine raw and commercial
materials, often to enhance or change their
function. I began to think about this process
of making and the unintended byproducts of
producing works of art and design as material
making. I applied for a grant to investigate
this concept, ultimately proposing to host an
exhibition of student-made materials samples
at the Material Resource Center. Materials +
Process was the first step in curating, archiving,
and sharing the material innovations that RISD
students are producing. Like the multitudes of
commercially available materials showcased at the
Material Resource Center, student-made materials
can invariably inspire the question: What else
could be created from these new materials?

Materials + Process | an exhibition of
undergraduate student-made material
samples
The result was a showcase of 148 material
samples—displayed in conversation with the
extensive material sample library of RISD’s
Material Resource Center—that realized new
physical capacities and aesthetic qualities of
materials. The samples were accompanied by the

Materials + Process asked RISD undergraduate
students: What new materials and composites are
you experimenting with?

Diana Wagner, Oh Snap!, material transformations, 2012
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Materials + Process collected and exhibited 63 material submissions composed
of 148 samples made by 25 undergraduate students

OVERVIEW

CALL FOR SUBMISSIONS

Materials + Process is a
RISD-wide opportunity for
undergraduate students
to showcase your material
explorations. This exhibition
will be juried by a panel of
material experts who will
select the inaugural collection
of student-made material
samples for the permanent
collection at RISD’s Material
Resource Center.

students’ descriptions of their material including:
ingredients, making process, possible or intended
application, and material innovation.

MATERIALS + PROCESS

This exhibition demonstrated that despite
differences in department or discipline, we
share a common method of combining raw and
commercial materials, enhancing or changing
their function to explore new ways of applying,
appropriating, and experimenting in the studio.
Creating and combining new composites redefines
a material’s—and a maker’s—potential.

an exhibition of student made materials
JURIED EXHIBITION

29 April - 9 June 2013

Have you been experimenting with
making new materials and material
composites in your studio?
b.

a.

FEATURED
a. Kebei Li b. Matthew Lim

QUESTIONS
Diana Wagner
dwagner@risd.edu
Funding provided by the RISD Academic Commons Program

Materials + Process collected and exhibited 63
material submissions composed of 148 samples
made by 25 undergraduate students. These
students ranged in discipline, including Freshman
Foundations, Sculpture, Jewelry + Metalsmithing,
Glass, Industrial Design, Textiles, and Furniture.
Their submissions were varied and explored new
composites made from cement, wax, latex, and
tree bark, to name a few.
This exhibition was juried by a panel of material
experts: Kelly Dobson, Associate Professor and
Department Head, Digital + Media; Kate Irvin,
Curator of Costume and Textiles, RISD Museum;
and Jane Hutton, Director of the GSD Materials

MATERIAL MAKING | an exhibition

55

As stated by jury member Jane Hutton, “Materials + Process is about generating
ideas. The collection is not just about consuming materials but
understanding the process.”
Collection at Harvard University’s Loeb Design
Library. Of the 63 submissions the jury chose 10
with the most potential for product development
or art-making. This collection has been honored
as the inaugural “Student-Made Material: Special
Collection” at the Material Resource Center
serving as a reference for students to continue the
dialogue between student-made and commercially
made materials.

Materials + Process has influenced peer-to-peer
learning and created a standard for studentmade materials to be considered as an addition
to the Material Resource Center. The process
of collecting, reviewing, and measuring these
materials—their technical capabilities, aesthetic
qualities, innovation and potential applications—
encourages this standard. This experience
framed my way of thinking about materials, their
consideration in our works of art and design, and
the way we learn from them in the context of a
material library.
This exhibition and subsequent catalog was
realized with a grant from the RISD Academic
Commons Program. o

Materials + Process, exhibition opening, 2013
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3.0
MATERIAL
RESOURCES

Material Experience | a library • a survey • a language
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3.1 Material Experience | a library

What is a material?

As both an artist and a designer, I consider a
material to be anything with the potential to be
transformed into a work of art or design. When I
look around my studio, I see objects I am inspired
by and materials with the potential to become
ingredients in my work, both conceptually and
literally. By extension, artists and designers can
look to almost anything as an opportunity to
create. From medium to material, open-ended
definitions challenge the materials themselves, as
well as our own potential as makers.
Foam, buttons, wax, thread, plastic netting, acrylic
nails, toothpicks, rabbit fur, thermochromic
pigment, iron filings, parchment, ink, fabric
swatches, shoelaces, bubble wrap, gold leaf,
birdseed, yarn, game pieces, tin, plaster, magnetic
paint, cardboard, chalk, silicone, vellum, dried
latex, imitation lichen, beads, glitter, chocolate.
Out of a desire to create expressions of ourselves
or to introduce new objects for others to
appreciate, we combine raw and commercial
materials, enhancing or changing their function in
endless combinations. We create composites with
new physical capabilities and aesthetic qualities to
communicate our ideas. This defines the process
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of making works of art and design. But, outside
the studio, where can we access new material
information?

What is a material library?

Material libraries are emerging resources that
house numerous material samples for reference.
In both virtual and physical formats, they compile
a multitude of new and commercially available
raw, processed, and composite material samples.
The materials often appear in small segments, or
even sample-sized squares. These collections are
classified and cataloged, divided among broad
families that include categories such as bio-based,
mineral-based, polymers, and composites. They
are cataloged and organized for ease of searching
and cross-referencing. The materials serve as
resources for in-house or digital reference, but
also may circulate for a limited period of time.

Material resources have become more and
more popular over the past ten years as the
dialogue between designer and industry has
strengthened.19 While it is a challenge to
definitively say how many material libraries there
are today, from blogs and databases to physical
resources our point of access to materials as
artists and designers is unlimited. This variety
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“All creative professionals agree that materials libraries
are the best knowledge transfer mechanisms.”

RISD’S Material Resource Center, Providence, Rhode Island
64
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“Material libraries cannot be static. They are instrumental in the expanding fields
of art and design and a dynamic presentation of material
understanding and potential is required.”
and accessibility of material information has
been integrated into university departments,
institutions, and library systems all around the
world.
Materials UK published an informational analysis
of the trends and barriers between the fields
of industry and design in Materials in Creative
Industries, summarizing that “all creative
professionals agree that materials libraries are
the best knowledge transfer mechanisms.”20 The
sentiment from this declaration was echoed in the
symposium, Materials Education and Research
in Art and Design: A New Role for Libraries,
sponsored by the Institute of Museum & Library
Services (IMLS) at RISD in the summer of 2013.
Individuals from international universities and
design firms attended this conference in response
to the growing trend in material research. The
goal of the symposium was to make experiences
and information available to further the creation
and development of material collections within
institutions and industries. I was motivated by the
energy of this unprecedented event as a model for
the potential of material resources.
In his keynote address Chris Lefteri, an author
and renowned authority on materials and their

applications, questioned the value of material
resources. Specifically, Lefteri encouraged
designers to generate more material inventing—
and subsequently material resources—to
facilitate this challenge and support the
unexpected perception of materials.21 This call
to action remains relevant: material libraries
cannot be static. They are instrumental in the
expanding fields of art and design and present
opportunities for a dynamic presentation of
material understanding and potential.22
In the context of a material library the
definition of a material is considerably limited
when compared to the way artists and designers
think of materials in the studio and workshop.
Material + Process | an exhibition of student-made
material samples set a precedent for the capacity
in which we define a material. This, coupled with
my material experience and information gathered
on the subject, has lead to my thesis exploration of
Material Potential. The following work instigates
the use of language that defines our affective,
associative, and logical relationships to materials
and the ways in which we envision their potential
to be referenced, augmented, or employed in the
creative process. o
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3.2 Material Experience | a survey

M y experience with material libraries began

when I arrived at RISD. Using our Material
Resource Center as a model, I set out to see
material libraries that I could physically visit to
review how they classify and display materials,
as well as to understand the ways in which the
collections function to their users. To generate
a point of comparison, I visited one academic
library, the Materials Collection at Harvard
Graduate School of Design, and one commercial,
Material ConneXion in New York City.

RISD’s Graham Visual +
Material Resource Center
Mark Pompelia, Visual + Material
Resource Librarian
Providence, Rhode Island

Collection & Points of Access:

RISD’s Material Resource Center is located
within the RISD’s main library, it is accessible to
all matriculating students, and is home to over
26,000 circulating materials samples. These
materials are collected to satisfy the curiosity and
further inquiry of 22 disciplines at RISD. Though
classified and arranged within one large room,
materials are sorted based on composition and
stored in bins. The collection is in the process of
being cataloged for a database and collaborative
project between RISD and the Harvard Graduate
School of Design Materials Collection.

Material Distinctions:

Within the Material Resource Center there are
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four different collections that come together to
form the extensive archive. “Active Matter” is a
subscription-based sampling of material classified
by Material ConneXion, information about the
material is attached to each sample corresponding
to their online database. The “Inventables”
material collection of new and innovative
materials is housed in its own display system, and
each sample is annotated with a brief description
and possible applications. Objects in the “StudentMade Material: Special Collection”, the inaugural
collection of student-made materials samples from
the Materials + Process exhibition are displayed
along with a catalog of every material exhibited in
the exhibition. The bulk of the Material Resource
Center’s collection, thousands of materials divided
in eight categories—plant-based, metal, glass,
mineral, ceramic, animal, textile and polymer—
complement these three collections. In addition,
there is an unnumbered “Color Collection” of
textile samples that also circulate.

Material Experience:

As the graduate research assistant for RISD’s
Material Resource Center I have spent two years
observing the way students use the collection.
Acting as a material consultant, I field inquiries
about materials and their applications. In my

research for the collection, I have accumulated
over 4,000 material samples by corresponding
with vendors and manufacturers directly.
Conducting preliminary cataloging I classify and
arrange the materials into a prescribed taxonomy.
I have gained extensive knowledge and experience
in considering, for example, what materials could
be used to create inflatables or could mimic
intangible sensations.
Working directly with students, I found the
questions asked most often were about material
properties that were not specific to one
classification. Rather, students show most interest
in materials that offer a range of applications and
represent a combination of different media. In
addition many of the qualities sought were not
inherent to the material but rather subjective.
Observing the way students access the collection
and their unique inquiries, I began to challenge
the way the collection was presented, especially
the classifications based on composition.

Collection & Points of Access:

An independent jury selects materials for
inclusion in this collection on a monthly basis. The
collection features over 7,000 materials accessible
via online database: on-site libraries in New York,

Color Collection, RISD’S Material Resource Center
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Material ConneXion

Fiona Anastas, Material Specialist
New York, New York
Bangkok, Cologne, Daegu, Istanbul, Milan, and
Tokyo, in addition to academic institutions around
the world.23

Material Distinctions:

There are eight categories and an additional
“Cradle-to-Cradle” distinction that is a certification
process that promotes regenerative and
biomimetic design in materials as well as the
systems that create and use them. All of these
materials are further subdivided by grouping
similar materials together within the broader
categories: polymers, ceramics, glass, metals,
cement-based, natural, carbon-based, processbased, and Cradle-to-Cradle.

Material Experience:

Samples are filed on narrow partitions, nearly
floor to ceiling. Each material is affixed to a board
with a brief description and a QR code for ease of
access to the database. The samples are divided
among their color-coded taxonomy. In addition
to the eight classifications each sample also
carries a symbol indicative of the qualities, seen
in the ‘Material Icons’. In the entryway preceding
this organization is an “idea wall” with a mix of
material samples extracted from their respective
categories. Following the corridor of material
Material ConneXion, New York, New York
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The collection features over 7,000 materials accessible via online database: on-site
libraries in New York, Bangkok, Cologne, Daegu, Istanbul, Milan, and
Tokyo, in addition to academic institutions around the world.
samples is a wall revealing the new additions to
the collection, which rotate 40-50 samples per
month.
During my tour with Fiona, I also learned that
most people wander around the collection and
supplement their finding by searching the onsite computer database, as the floor space can
only accommodate a few hundred materials.
The remainder is stored on-site and archived by
manufacturer. The display space is limiting relative
to the scale of the collection—also creating a
challenge for rearranging as new samples are
added.
Material ConneXion is a materials consultancy and
takes on clients in a variety of fields surrounding
design development. They broker deals between
designers and manufacturers within their division
of Culture + Commerce. Their Think Lab staffs
a team of researchers to review potential new
materials for the collection.

Collection & Points of Access:

The Materials Collection at the Frances Loeb
Library, (GSD Materials Collection) is housed
within the Harvard Graduate School of
Design, which is made up of the disciplines of
Material ConneXion, New York, New York
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Harvard Graduate School of
Design Materials Collection

Johanna Kasubowski, Visual and
Materials Collections Assistant Librarian
Cambridge, Massachusetts
Architecture, Landscape Architecture, and Urban
Planning and Design. This collection began 10
years ago as a student-driven research project
and has grown to 600 material samples that are
commercially used in the built environment. It can
be accessed by tactical browsing within the library
and via an online database.

Material Distinctions:

There are five categories for materials and 13
additional sub-categories: Bio-Composites: plant,
animal, and fungi. Polymers: thermoplastic,
thermoset, and elastomers. Metals: ferrous
and non-ferrous. Minerals: geogenic and
anthropogenic. Ceramics: clay-based, cementitious
and glass.

Material Experience:

In the library there are computers, a display area
with rotating exhibitions, a classroom area, and
a workspace for students. Along an illuminated
wall, the samples are neatly organized into their
compositional families: each material has its own
file box which houses supplementary information
provided by the company and additional color
options. The library curates one or two exhibitions
a year and the materials circulate among the GSD.
During my tour with Johanna I learned how the
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material library came to be an organized and
classified collection. First students conducted
a literature review to analyze the way material
collections of this nature, as well as material
considerations specific to science and engineering,
are classified. From this a Materials Classification
Protocol (MCP) was developed to delineate each
material within a compositional family. Alternative
methods of classification may include application,
aesthetics, form, or process. This decision was
made because the supplemental database enlists
the capability to cross-references material
attributes differently from the physical space.
I found that, like RISD’s Material Resource
Center, all of these resources display their
samples in a taxonomy by type of material. For
me this consistent, rigid structure offers an
opportunity for intervention. I believe this method
of classification and display is limiting to the
way we learn from materials. Putting different
materials together allows the student to compare
and contrast the similarities and differences in
materials and their relationships to one another. I
have continued to explore this concept throughout
my thesis. o
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Harvard Graduate School of Design Materials Collection, Cambridge, Massachusetts
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Harvard Graduate School of Design Materials Collection, Cambridge, Massachusetts
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3.3 Material Experience | a language

“It’s a futuristic
experience, the
“block” form provides
a neutral perspective
to contemplate
it’s potential
application.
The Material
Resource
Center is
awesome!!!”

“It’s beautiful, but
I’ve never felt the
need to seek out
a material I didn’t
know about in
my studies.”

I was granted the opportunity to conduct

investigations and experiments in RISD’s Material
Resource Center to question how students
are learning from materials in the context of
the library. I set out to challenge, review, and
respond to the way artists and designers learn
from materials in the context of the library. I
started by surveying the student experience to
determine the ways the library was being used.
I found that 100% of the students polled had
been to the Material Resource Center before
this visit, only 13% were looking for something
specific when they visited, and 62% checked out
materials when they left. Through this survey I
also asked students to describe their experience
in the Material Resource Center. The responses
were varied, and it became clear that this resource
has a lot of potential not only in presenting access
to materials but in presenting the potential of
materials themselves.
Please describe your experience at the Material
Resource Center and any other comments you’d
like to share, see responses in quotations.
These responses, as well as my own experience
in the library, brought my attention to ways
the material library could be navigated to offer
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“Every time I come
there is more to
see. I often feel
overwhelmed
however.”

“Wistful.
Wishing
that I had
the actual
material to
use for my
project.”
74

MATERIAL POTENTIAL | Recontextualizing Material Libraries

Identifying the misalignment in these structures, I questioned: how can I introduce
ways of seeing materials for their potential applications that also speak to the
language of art and design as a process and final product?
different access points and experiences for
students who are challenged by the presentation
and extensive content of the collection.
Material libraries offer an innately physical
experience: samples can be handled and
responded to on the basis of our sensory reactions
to the aesthetic, tactile, and inherent qualities a
material evokes or conveys. We rely on our senses
to consider whether a material is right or wrong
for our process or product. This notion sparked
my curiosity to investigate a taxonomy based on
human or personifying qualities of materials. What
would a material library look like for example, if all
the samples were classified as dynamic, humble, or
balanced?
I became consumed with the structure and division
of materials within the context of the library.
I began to evaluate the differences in the way
materials are considered and applied in the studio
versus the way they are classified and displayed
within the library. Identifying the misalignment in
these structures, I questioned: how can I introduce
ways of seeing materials for their potential
applications that also speak to the language of art
and design as a process and final product?
Professor Andy Law’s Industrial Design Senior Studio, RISD’s Material Resource Center
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plastic
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wood

glass

“These subjective reactions, difficult but by no means impossible to articulate,
tend to be significant to the extent that they are generally shared.”

I set out to survey responses to materials in
the Material Resource Center with 13 students
from Professor Andy Law’s Industrial Design
Senior Studio. This investigation was guided by
Jules David Prown’s depiction of an “Emotional
“Reactions vary in kind, intensity, and
specificity, but it is not uncommon to
discover that what one considered a
subjective response is in fact widely
shared. A particular object may trigger
joy, fright, awe, perturbation, revulsion,
indifference, curiosity, or other responses
that can be quite subtly distinguished.
These subjective reactions, difficult but
by no means impossible to articulate,
tend to be significant to the extent that
they are generally shared.”24
Response” in his essay Mind in Matter:
I provided students with this quote as well as a
list of emotions and human qualities extracted
from the Tate Museum’s Art and Artists online.
The Tate’s database provides a search function
for artworks to be browsed by categories
such as, “leisure and pastimes,” “symbols and
personifications,” and “emotions, concepts,

aggression
anger
anonymity
antihero
anxiety
avarice
boredom
chastity
compassion
complacency
concentration
contemplation
courage
creativity
deceit
desire
despair

devotion
dignity
disbelief
disgust
disillusionment
escapism
exhilaration
fear
foolishness
frustration
gluttony
gratitude
grief
guilt
happiness
hatred
hedonism

heroism
hope
horror
humility
hypocrisy
innocence
inspiration
jealousy
laziness
love
loyalty
memory
muse
narcissism
nostalgia
pessimism
pomposity

pride
psyche
sadness
serenity
shame
shock
strength
subconscious
suffering
tenderness
triumph
uncertainty
victim
virtue
vitality
vulnerability
wisdom
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While both wood and plastic were perceived as innocent, glass and plastic
were both mischievous and all three evoked strength.

and ideas.” Within the latter category I chose
“emotions and human qualities” from a list
including the “formal qualities” and “universal
concepts” distinctions. This subject presented
the following terms that have been identified as
emotions and human qualities affiliated with 139
works of sculpture within the Tate’s collection.25
These terms provided reference for this exercise
and gave precedents to the concept of associating
subjective or immaterial constructs to material
objects.
I asked students to consider their emotional
response to three different materials: plastic,
wood, and glass. I envisioned the creation of
a taxonomy based on the evaluation of this
language. However, this concept was met with
an inherent challenge: these materials were
being considered outside a definitive context
and application. The nature of experiences
and emotions are subjective and unique to an
individual, evident in the mass of terms associated
with each material.
While both wood and plastic were perceived as
innocent, glass and plastic were both mischievous,
and all three evoked strength. Because the
material samples have not been realized as a work
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Plastic

Wood

Glass

Boredom
Childish
Comfortable •
Fun
Hubris
Immature
Innocence •
Insincere
Mischievousness •
Playful
Presumptuous
Strength •
Suspicious
Tenderness
Uncertainty •

Anger
Calmness
Comfort •
Familiarity
Innocence •
Lively
Loyalty
Nostalgia
Pessimistic
Respect
Sadness
Strength •
Triumph
Vulnerability
Warm

Anonymity
Artificiality
Captivating
Cold
Concentration
Deliberate
Fragility
Gratitude
Mischievousness •
Mysterious
Shrouded
Strength •
True
Uncertainty •
Vitality

Professor Andy Law’s Industrial Design Senior Studio, RISD’s Material Resource Center
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How could you transform this material to convey a different emotion
and would you make something different from it?

of art or design, leaving the context undefined,
they simply exist as a fragment of a whole. This
challenge to identify specific affective qualities
makes their distinctions interchangeable and
subjective.
Each student next picked a material of their own
that would correspond with the qualities they
appointed to the plastic, wood, and glass. With
this material of their choosing as reference, they
were asked to identify the material’s emotion and
then answer the following three questions:
What might you make from this material and what
would your process be?
How could you transform this material to convey a
different emotion and would you make something
different from it?
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Material: Reflective Sheet
Emotion: Silliness, enjoyment

Material: Nani Marquina, Roses
Emotion: Memory

“I would explore lighting and camera
stuff with this; it’s a very interesting
visual experience that makes you
rethink how you see the world.”

“A rug – I browsed for what I would like
to be made into when I died.”
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How do you consider the emotion of materials in
your design work?
With these materials collected and their responses
recorded, I extended this experiment to other
classes: 16 students from Professor Mary Anne
Friel’s Fabric Silkscreen Printing Studio from the
Textiles Department, followed by 16 students
from Professor Marika Verploegh Chasse’s Intro

Professor Mary Anne Friel’s Fabric Silkscreen Printing Studio, RISD’s Material Resource Center
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I presented this challenge in an effort to analyze similarities in terminology
that could become a new taxonomy.

to Shoemaking Studio. I invited these students into
the collection to see if there were parallels in any
of the responses to materials that were identified,
or “classified,” by the previous class.
In this exercise I made the materials from the
previous class available along with all of the terms
they identified from their selections. I asked the
students to match the materials with the emotions
that were given and to add materials that shared
the qualities identified. I presented this challenge
in an effort to analyze similarities in terminology
that could become a new taxonomy.
After assessing the responses to these surveys
and the observed and recorded reactions to these
materials by the students, I started to include
the questions: “If this material were a food, what
would it be? What would it taste like?”. While
there is some overlap in material qualities, there
is no definitive way to classify an experience, as it
is specific to the individual. Like the sensation of
taste extracted from the flavor of foods, something
that tastes “good” to me can taste “bad” to you.
I received associative identifications that ranged
from materials that resembled food and their
likeness to possible flavor or texture sensations
Professor Mary Anne Friel’s Fabric Silkscreen Printing Studio, RISD’s Material Resource Center
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triggered by memory, aesthetics, and the senses.
To consult an expert, I met with RISD’s Associate
Director of Dining Services, Pierre St. Germain,
to discuss the material samples found in the
MRC as if they were foods. Without hesitation,
Pierre began to characterize each material with
a culinary vernacular, equating physical qualities
of materials to foods. He classified the materials
in order of what he would want to consume while
considering the physical, emotional, and olfactory
experience of each material in a way that could be
recreated in a food pairing.26
For instance, the Ecovative mushroom packaging
material might taste like a Wasa cracker with a
wash rind cheese because of the earthy fibrous
materials on the inside and the mycelium
mushroom material on the outside. Whereas the
3Form plastic and bio-based soy insulation might
be consumed as an agar dessert with a Chinese
steamed sponge-cake because the sheen of the
plastic resembles gelatinous agar and the texture
of the insulation mimics the cake.27
Pierre went on to define textures and appearances
in materials that are also evident in food. Porous
materials are sweet and puffy like pastry. Concrete
is rough and earthy like granola. This analysis
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“If this material were a food what would it be?”
“What would it taste like?”

3Form plastic, bio-based soy insulation, and Ecovative mushroom packaging
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Material Installation, Transparent and Opaque, RISD’s Material Resource Center
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“It’s an amazing presentation, it helps me narrow down my search, without
altogether limiting the possibility, also it is the best way to get a feel of designs
possible with the material shown.”
of materials as foods provided insight into a
seemingly endless chain of associations that could
be made between materials and their potential
application.
Following these workshops I evaluated the surveys
taken by each student. The responses were
undoubtedly thought-provoking and illuminated
the subjective nuances that are inherent, or
auxiliary, to materials. However, I still wondered
how I could integrate this concept into a tool
for discovering a new material rhetoric. How
could I utilize the kind of vocabulary extracted
with these surveys rather than a direct method
of classification? Like the idea of an exhibition
curated from a museum archive, where themes
are derived and conversations are stimulated
around an arrangement of cultural objects and art,
I explored the possibility of the material collection
acting as a “living archive” rotating in various
exhibitions.
To test these questions, I created a series of
exhibitions of material samples arranged in three
ways. One communicated all the same material:
plant based samples, specifically wood varieties
and grasses. Another staged translucent and
transparent materials standing before opaque

material samples. The third Material X Color,
arranged materials by color, starting with warm
colors and moving through the spectrum to cool
colors, blacks, grays, and whites. These new ways
of viewing the collection allowed for a dialogue
to emerge between materials and where they
happen to be placed within this arrangement. This
exhibition demonstrates the suggestion my thesis
hopes to achieve in recontextualizing the infinite
arrangements, associations, and applications of
the materials to foster greater understanding and
learning within the library.

dependent on the generally accepted theory
that, when given the opportunity, we will
bring order to information and objects that are
inherently chaotic. Like the concept explored in
the exhibitions, I think more can be gained in
experiencing objects displaced from their linear
classification and placed in conversation with
one another. On a table immediately visible in the

When visitors arrive in the space, they are greeted
by the exhibition Materials X Color. This display in
particular has received a very positive response in
the Material Resource Center, which is evident in
the comments recorded in quotations:
“Just a gorgeous eye catching display ~ a
symphony of color and texture that makes you
want to touch, handle, and explore!”
“I love the display—so interesting to re-categorize
by color—the juxtaposition gives new ideas!”
In tandem with this display, I staged a scenario
in the Material Resource Center that was
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Material Installation, Material X Color, RISD’s Material Resource Center
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Koren’s methodology
challenges the
relationships
between the objects,
encouraging a
consideration for
each in relation to
one another.

Material Experiment, Arranging Things, RISD’s Material Resource Center
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The exploration into the language of materials became my methodology
and tool for navigating an individual’s material experience
within RISD’s Material Resource Center.
entryway of the Material Resource Center, I placed
a pile of material samples instead of creating a
curated arrangement. I hypothesized that visitors
would take the initiative to examine and organize
the materials to sort through them and create
arrangements with the samples.
This experiment was inspired by Leonard Koren’s
Arranging Things: A Rhetoric of Object Placement
and the eight principles Koren ascribes to qualify
the ways in which collections communicate
visual information. Koren’s method addresses:
hierarchy, alignment, sensoriality, metaphor,
mystification, narrative, coherence, and resonance.
His consideration for object placement is not
a tool for making arrangements; rather it is a
tool for analyzing arrangements that have been
made. When applied, this method allows for
an evaluation of our consideration for object
placement.28
Koren identifies this method by distilling it into
three conceptual parts:

Physicality—first impressions and technical
aspects of the arrangement.
Abstraction—associations the arrangement

conjures up based on your store of general
cultural knowledge and commons sense
Integration—how the various elements of the
arrangement work in concert.29
Koren’s methodology challenges the relationships
between the objects, encouraging a consideration
for each in relation to one another. This attention
to the part making up the whole is a fundamental
principle that guides my thesis investigation.

sensoriality + metaphor + mystification
Coherence // the arrangements intellectual
clarity, coherence, and consistency
Resonance // how long and how deep
interest is sustained
The exploration into the language of materials
became my methodology and tool for navigating
an individual’s material experience within RISD’s
Material Resource Center. o

Below are Koren’s definitions of the eight terms
applied to the assessment of an arrangement.

Hierarchy // relative visual impact
Alignment // spatial orientation
e.g. parallelism, symmetry, and
so on
Sensoriality // characteristics
of sense driven emotions
Metaphor // transference or
transformation of meaning
Mystification // nonsensical
aspects and confusion
Narrative // a probable story after
considering hierarchy + alignment +
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4.1 Material Intervention | a theory

The target audiences of material libraries

are artists and designers. In the case of RISD’s
Material Resource Center we satisfy the
investigation and inquiry of material research for
22 departments, faculty, staff, and alumni—all
creative thinkers and makers of art and design.
But the arrangement, taxonomy, and current
experience of the material library is limiting to the
way we—artists and designers—think and make.
Given that a material can be anything with the
potential to create, both conceptually and literally,
artists and designers consider anything a material.
It is evident that our audience inherently applies,
appropriates, and experiments with materials—
through making we learn of a material’s potential,
the transformation it can make, the form it can
take, and new composites we can create. As
makers of these works of art and design, we
consider our process and reflect critically on what
we have made, how it impacts others, how it will
be used, and how what we have made challenges
the discipline and stimulates conversation.
The library itself offers a point of reference to
learn about and review over 26,000 material
samples. But this collection is static in the
sense that materials do not rotate away from
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their respective classifications and cannot be
manipulated or modified by the user. Unable to
use the actual material sample as they would in
their studios, how are students learning from
these materials?
My experience curating the Material + Process
exhibition coupled with my time working in the
library fielding questions surrounding material
applications has led me to ask the following
questions. What can we learn from a material that
we cannot use, manipulate, or appropriate? How
can our inquiries and search for materials parallel
the way we discuss and consider final works of
art and design, and where is there a potential for
this language to overlap or inspire the process of
making? How can we challenge the navigation
of the material library and the arrangements,
taxonomy, and material experience to better
engage with and learn from materials in the
context of the library?
In short, how can we introduce this language of
process, critical thinking, and making to activate
and challenge a material—and a maker’s—
potential within the context of the library?
Analyzing the language of materials derived from
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these experience-based surveys, I noted a pattern
in the responses to an individualized taxonomy
and arrangement of materials. The combination
of questions and responses could be categorized
by their affective, associative, and logical
qualities. From these terms I formed the following
questions as pivotal in extracting a new rhetoric
that encourages conversation among materials
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Professor Cas Holman’s Design and Play Special Topics Studio, RISD’s Material Resource Center
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What emotions do these materials evoke or convey?
What associations do you make with this material?
Consider the lifecycle of this material, how does this impact your choices?
arranged outside of a traditional taxonomy.

Affective:

Expressing or causing an emotion or feeling.

What emotions do these materials evoke or
convey?

Association:

Connecting or relating a feeling or sensation
through an immediate perception, reasoning,
resemblance, or memory.

What associations do you make with this
material?

Logical:

Applying reason and purpose for which
something is made, used, or reused based on
inherent or perceived qualities.

Consider the lifecycle of this material, how does
this impact your choices?
Looking back on my research of materials and
methodologies on the design and fabrication
of objects, I was influenced by several authors’
theories, and methodologies on the subjects of
material experience, design thinking, and making.

Mads Nyggard Folkman describes design thinking
by way of applying epistemology, design ontology
and phenomenology theories and analysis to the
design process.
Folkman defines his process by identifying the
lenses of possibility, imagination, and aesthetics
in his book The Aesthetics of Materials and
Design. Perhaps most analogous to my emerging
methodology is Folkman’s investigation of
“design as a dual phenomenon of the material
and immaterial, the sensual and conceptual, and
the actual and possible.” Folkman explores the
potential of design when material objects are
introduced to social and cultural contexts that
challenge and apply their “dual phenomenon”.30
Because of this constraint of the “actual and
possible,” we are forced to consider the “material
and the immaterial” in the case of the material
library. I have encouraged this duality in
extracting the intangible qualities of materials
samples that are physically available but cannot
be used, only referenced.31 Folkman’s investigation
of dichotomy defines my search for the immaterial
qualities of materials. In practice I have created
a systematic method to extracting the affective,

ontological, and ephemeral qualities of the new
material rhetoric guided by the individual.
Mike Ashby and Kara Johnson review material
making as they describe the transformation of
materials to object in their book Materials and
Design.
Relating to the design of things, Ashby and
Johnson state: “Both observation and conception
contribute to creativity in design,” a process
heightened by a combination of attributes:
aesthetic, associative, perceived, and emotional.32
In their exploration of materials as matter for
making designed objects, Ashby and Johnson
assert that our ability to design is a distinguishing
quality of our species. They qualify this statement
further by highlighting how materials are used to
make objects of meaning that inherently evoke
human qualities, attraction, associations, and
emotion.33 This participatory, non-static concept
resonates with me as I challenge how the abstract
ideas associated with designed objects can be
considered in the preliminary step of the materials
selection process.
This active participation requires the role of
a creative facilitator, consciously taking into
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A material’s potential can be revealed in infinite combinations when displayed in
conversation with each other. Materials cannot be seen in isolation;
a material experience requires a dialogue.
account the aspects of observing and realizing
new concepts. Like the material experience I am
trying to challenge in the context of the library, an
active participation is required in the process of
collecting, considering, and applying materials.
Authors Paul Hekkert and Elvin Karana of Delft
University of Technology outline three types of
material experiences as: aesthetic, meaning, and
emotional in “Designing Material Experience.”
To create meaning we apply characteristics to
objects that define their qualities. Hekkert and
Karana illustrate this “material experience” in
four ways. Perhaps most obvious and evident in
my research, material experiences are had by an
individual, making them inherently subjective.
Second, a “user” experience is shared between
the individual and the product or object and
their subsequent interaction. Third, an individual
brings their unique perception to an interaction,
which engages the affective and situational factors
of the material experience. Lastly, experiences
are subject to change and fluctuate with time.34
Hekkert and Elvin’s outline of the aesthetics,
meaning, and emotional experiences of materials
has influenced the way I consider our interaction
with materials in the context of the library.

Material Potential | Methodology

WAGNER

FOLKMANN

HEKKERT/KARNA

ASHBY/JOHNSON

Material Potential |
Recontextualizing
Material Libraries

The Aesthetics of
Imagination in Design
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and Design
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Aesthetic
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Emotional

Logical

Possibility

Meaning
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Figure 1.0
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In the case of a material library, the limitations
in terms of use and application need to be
challenged so materials can be seen differently.
A material’s potential can be revealed in infinite
combinations when displayed in conversation with
each other. Materials cannot be seen in isolation; a
material experience requires a dialogue.
From my initial probes, I developed a system that
instigates a new rhetoric of material. Within the
context of the material library, an individual must
consider and challenge the affective, associative,
and logical qualities of materials and their
potential applications. This concept of material
analysis parallels these authors’ methodologies
and the theory, practice, participation, and
subjectivity they apply to thinking, making, and
experiencing materials and process outlined in
Figure 1.0. o

Professor Marika Verploegh Chasse’s Intro to Shoemaking Studio, RISD’s Material Resource Center
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Within the context of
the material library, an
individual must consider
and challenge the
affective, associative,
and logical qualities
of materials and their
potential applications.
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4.2 Material Intervention | a practice

Following these initial interactive surveys I

conducted to extract a new material rhetoric,
I devised a series of experiments within the
Material Resource Center to distill my own
methodology. This navigation tool is designed
to address the need for counteracting the
overwhelming nature of the collection as well
as the challenges of their display (independent
of context, means of production, cultural
significance, and application). I have developed
this customized tool for an individuals’ reason for
coming into the library.

just came in to browse for inspiration (illustrated
on pages 104-107).

Material Potentia l

Navigating the Material Resource Center

This tool first prompts the visitor to collect
a variety of materials. They are encouraged
to be spontaneous while browsing and to sift
through bins in each category so they discover
materials that would potentially go unseen if
left isolated in an individual taxonomy. Second,
they are instructed to create an arrangement

I asked several groups of students to participate
in this system, Material Potential | Navigating
the Material Library. The physical guides are
small booklets that outline the three steps in the
material navigation process. They invite the visitor
to: “Follow this guide to discover a new material
rhetoric by collecting, arranging, and annotating
your material experience” depicted in Figure 2.0.

xxxxxxxxxxxxx
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xxxxxxxxxxxxx
xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx
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xxxxxxx
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xxxxxxx
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xxxxxxx

xxxxxxx
xxxxxxxx
xxxxxxxxx
xxxxxxxxx
xxxxxxxxxx
xxxxxxxx
xxxxxxx
xxxxx

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx
xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx
xxxxxxxxxxxx

I observed students coming into the library in one
of the three ways listed below. The three guides
correspond to user’s response as to whether they
have a specific project in mind and know the kind
of materials they are looking for; they have an
objective in mind but not a specific project; or they

COLLECT
Figure 2.0
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ARRANGE

ANNOTATE

“Follow this guide to discover a new material rhetoric
by collecting, arranging and annotating
your material experience.”

Professor Cas Holman’s Design and Play Special Topics Studio, RISD’s Material Resource Center
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Material Potential

Material Potential

Navigating the Material Resource Center

Navigating the Material Resource Center

WELCOME
So, you just came in to browse the
materials for inspiration?
Follow this guide to discover a new
material rhetoric by collecting,
arranging and annotating your material
experience.

Material Potential
Navigating the Material Resource Center

Using the prompts provided select
around 9 materials that reference
and support the subject you have in
mind. Be a little spontaneous while
collecting—browse a bit and sift
through a few bins in each category.

ANNOTATE

ARRANGE

COLLECT

COLLECT

1

Material Potential

Material Potential

Navigating the Material Resource Center

Navigating the Material Resource Center

COLLECT

01 PROMPT:
Choose a material that reminds you of
something you own.

2

104

MATERIAL POTENTIAL | Recontextualizing Material Libraries

3

Material Potential

Material Potential

Navigating the Material Resource Center

Navigating the Material Resource Center

02 PROMPT:

03 PROMPT:

Choose a material because of its color.

Choose a material that you have used
before.

4

5

Material Potential

Material Potential

Navigating the Material Resource Center

Navigating the Material Resource Center

04 PROMPT:

05 PROMPT:

Choose a material that appears trompe
l’oeil or faux.

Choose a material that looks like a
finished product or work of art.

7

6

Material Potential

Material Potential

Navigating the Material Resource Center

Navigating the Material Resource Center

06 PROMPT:

07 PROMPT:

Choose a material that you would like
to critique or change.

Choose a material that you have never
seen before.

8

9
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Material Potential

Material Potential

Navigating the Material Resource Center

Navigating the Material Resource Center

08 PROMPT:

09 PROMPT:

Choose a material that looks reclaimed
or recycled.

Choose a material that brings back a
memory.

10

11

Material Potential

Material Potential

Navigating the Material Resource Center

Navigating the Material Resource Center

ARRANGE

ARRANGE
Create an arrangement with your
materials, placing them on the paper
provided. While doing so consider a
new classification or individualized
taxonomy based on what you have
collected.

13

12

Material Potential

Material Potential

Navigating the Material Resource Center

Navigating the Material Resource Center

ANNOTATE

ANNOTATE

Reflect on your selections and their
arrangement by annotating your
thought process directly onto the
paper. While doing so consider the
following prompts.
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Material Potential

Material Potential

Navigating the Material Resource Center

Navigating the Material Resource Center

01 PROMPT:

02 PROMPT:

What is your emotional or memory
based response to these materials?

Consider each material as a “recipe”.
How might you reconstruct the
ingredients?

16

17

Material Potential

Material Potential

Navigating the Material Resource Center

Navigating the Material Resource Center

03 PROMPT:

04 PROMPT:

If the inherent functions of these
materials could be transferred to
another what new materials and
functions would you create?

Compare and contrast the aesthetic
qualities of these materials.

18

19

Material Potential

Material Potential

Navigating the Material Resource Center

Navigating the Material Resource Center

05 PROMPT:

06 PROMPT:

What are the most realistic and extreme
uses of these materials?

How does the life-cycle of these
materials impact your choice to use it?

20

21
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COLLECT
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Was the navigation of the Material Resource Center helpful
to your process? Please explain:

“It was helpful to see the ways people
manipulate materials, like cut, group, give,
and combine material.”

“Yes, I got to experience different materials and it
helped me to think of a subject matter to form on.”
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ARRANGE
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Based on what you “came in looking for,” was your outcome expected?

“Got to experience different materials and it helped me to
think of a subject matter to focus on.”

“Unexpected. I was very surprised to see how some
materials were structured and learned about a few
new ones too.”
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ANNOTATE
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What kind of language/terminology/rhetoric emerged during the annotation
step that you did not expect?

“I did not expect to see the word “lifecycle,” it didn’t
occur to me how long these materials would last.”
“I gathered materials based on their construction
potential, but I spent way more time thinking of
perceived value.”
“I noticed that all the materials subconsciously
reminded me of my old home.”
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Faced with the mission of individually determining their own needs from the
collection, the students responded with a resounding energy in their
engagement with this approach to material consideration.
while considering an individualized taxonomy or
classification of their samples. Third, they follow a
series of six prompts to annotate the relationships
founds within their arrangement of material
samples:
01 Prompt:
What is your emotional or memory-based
response to these materials?
02 Prompt:
Consider each material as a “recipe”. How might
you reconstruct the ingredients?
03 Prompt:
If the inherent properties of these materials could
be transferred to others, what new materials and
functions would you create?
04 Prompt:
Compare and contrast the aesthetic qualities of
these materials.
05 Prompt:
What are the most realistic and extreme uses of
these materials?
06 Prompt:
How does the life-cycle of these materials impact
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your choice to use it?
The first class to participate was Professor Cas
Holman’s Design and Play Special Topics Studio:
16 students came into the collection eager to
experience materials in a new way. Faced with
the mission of individually determining their own
needs from the collection, the students responded
with a resounding energy in their engagement
with this approach to material consideration.
It was interesting to observe the way students
made their arrangements and generated their
classifications. They appeared definitively more
absorbed in the process of researching material
samples in the library then I have witnessed prior.
In order to test the effectiveness of this process on
students who are considerably less familiar with
a material library. I invited Brown University’s
Material Research Society (MRS) to experience
and respond to my navigation system. This group
is made up of students in the fields of Materials
Science and Engineering. These students were
equally as engaged in applying this system to
their material experience, though they considered
the questions prompted in the guides more
thoroughly in comparison to the students of art
and design at RISD.
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The final class invited to participate in the
experimental phase of this system was Professor
Chris Bertoni’s Freshman Foundation Spatial
Dynamics Studio. Prior to visiting the Material
Resource Center, the students were assigned
a project that asked them to examine skin by
thinking of ways to fabricate, reference, or
create new skin and apply it to a concept of their

Brown University’s Material Research Society, RISD’s Material Resource Center
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Freshman Foundations
Spatial Dynamics Studio

choosing. After completing some preliminary
explorations and research, the students came
to the Material Resource Center to reference
the collection through the Material Potential
navigation system.
I spoke with several students after their
experience in the Material Resource Center and
had the opportunity to discuss their process as a
guest at their final critique. Hee-Jin Kim liked the
idea of bringing materials into the library setting.
She stated: “We don’t get to play with materials
unless we buy them, and as freshman we don’t
get exposed to a lot of materials.”35 Hee-Jin was
experimenting with ideas of creating the sensation
of skin that could be incorporated into a book.
Seeing authentic suede inspired Hee-Jin. “I saw
similar qualities in paper and started sanding the
paper to mimic the fuzzy feeling of suede.”36 This
method was a clear inspiration to the process
of considering how students can learn from
materials in the context of the library to apply to
experimentation in their studio.
Where Hee-Jin learned to appropriate qualities
from one material to another, Sarah Kim had a
different experience. Sarah came into the Material
Resource Center not quite sure what she was
Hee-Jin Kim in Professor Chris Bertoni’s Freshman Foundation Spatial Dynamics Studio
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looking for, but
this experience
helped her come
to a new idea. In
her project, Sarah is
experimenting with the
concept of using scent as
skin. During the critique,
students shared stories of
their experiences defining
scents attached to memories.
In the Material Resource Center, Sarah
learned about scented plastic and thought it
would be interesting to incorporate this into her
work. As a reminder for an environment or object,
she used scents of coffee, laundry, cookies, and
cooking oil that lightly emitted from intimate little
clay pots. The design of the vessel resembles the
shape of a molecule that contains the scent. Sarah
said: “It was helpful to see two materials next to
each other.” Like a rigid block and the scented
materials displayed in her arrangement, “the
interaction between the materials is what intrigues
people.”37

“The interaction between the materials is what
intrigues people.”

Though Hee-Jin and Sarah came into the library
with ideas prepared in two different ways, they

Connecting Skin to Scent, Sarah Kim, 2014
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Students seem willing to challenge their preconceptions about materials. They
imagined materials beyond their traditional uses as well as reappropriating
their aesthetics, ingredients, and inherent properties...
were both able to take advantage of the Material
Potential tool as they considered their process
of making and manipulating materials and their
potential to form new concepts and directions for
their work.
“It was helpful to see different materials next to
each other. When they are separated by category
it’s hard to envision in a project. I picked materials
that looked good together. It was easier to imagine
what they could be.”38 - Lisa Kusaka
Following each experiment with the classes, I
asked the students to respond to a few survey
questions in order to gauge the effectiveness of
this system. Experimenting with over 70 students,
I have had very positive responses in the use
of this tool as an aid in accessing and engaging
materials in the context of the library, see pages
108-113. Students seem willing to challenge their
preconceptions about materials. They imagined
materials beyond their traditional uses as well as
reappropriating their aesthetics, ingredients, and
inherent properties by imagining opportunities
to further a material’s potential and the ways in
which they can be considered and applied.

side their survey responses validates the need for
this tool in directing a clear opportunity for the
language of process, critical thinking, and making
to emerge in the context of the library. The use of
this system results in a visual representation and
record of a thought process. The responses and
reactions confirm the success in helping students
realize new arrangements, associations, and
applications of materials within the context of the
library.
To continue to explore the potential of this
methodology, I have created an installation within
the Material Resource Center that invites visitors
to navigate the library independently instead of
with an entire class. Graphically illustrated and
displayed at the entryway are three series of
booklets that respond to an individual’s need from
the collection. Following the Material Potential
guides, visitors are welcome to complete the steps
with paper and markers provided in the library
or in their own personal sketchbook. As exhibited
by the numerous classes, students also document
their arrangement and annotation process by
taking photos. o

Reviewing annotations made by students along
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Navigating the Material Resource Center

Installation, Material Potential | Navigating the Material Resource Center, RISD’s Material Resource Center
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4.3 Material Intervention | an application

As I have articulated throughout my thesis,

much of my inspiration for collections and the
ways in which they are archived, accessed,
and exhibited comes from the museum. I have
applied this to the function of material libraries
by developing a methodology that instigates a
new material rhetoric to consider the infinite
arrangements, associations, and applications of a
material collection.

brought them into the RISD Museum.
Staging an intervention in the European Painting
gallery I chose two paintings: Pablo Picasso’s The
Diners (Les Soupeurs) and Vincent van Gogh’s
View of Auvers-sur-Oise. On a table in front of
the paintings, I asked visitors to stage a material
interpretation of the painting. Given no other

While facilitating material interventions in the
Material Resource Center, I established a concept
for a museum intervention that draws reference
to the Tate’s database of “emotions and human
qualities” to formulate a language of process with
material samples. If human qualities could be
applied to both works of art and material samples,
could material samples be used to represent
works of art?
I had the chance to explore this question in the
context of the RISD Museum. I challenged visitors
to select materials to represent the aesthetic,
affective, ephemeral, and ontological qualities
as an interpretation of an artwork within the
museum. I borrowed a selection of 202 material
samples representing the breadth of the Material
Resource Center, from polymer to glass, and
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prompt, visitors sifted through the materials,
carefully evaluating each sample to match a form,
texture, feeling, and color, among many other
qualities, to represent the masterworks in material
form.
The response to this was far more enthusiastic
then I imagined. Visitors were deeply engaged

and invested in considering their material choices.
As you can see in the images, they reviewed the
materials scrupulously, carefully orchestrating
their material representation.
This intervention presented an interesting
application and interpretation of my thesis,
exploring immaterial constructs of material
objects by asking students to use material samples
to represent a cultural object. When prompted, “Of
the materials you chose to represent the painting,
describe their affective, associative, and logical
qualities,” visitors responded: “Shiny and cool for
the glasses, natural for the lady, stuffy for the man
and textural for the background.” for example.
The combination of material qualities—from
texture and association to personification and
emotion—is amplified in this experiment. The
Museum Intervention validates the potential of
materials that are offered independent of context,
means of production, cultural significance, and
application. While the material library may not
offer the opportunity to transform, manipulate, or
apply the physical material samples to the process
of making, the material samples themselves have
the potential to reveal a rhetoric that considers
qualities associated with works of art and design

Museum Intervention, RISD Museum, European Painting Gallery
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“The cork is sad like the
brooding man. It is finite
like his love. She is lofty
and carefree. A bundle of
twine.”

The Diners (Les Soupeurs), 1901
Pablo Picasso Spanish, 1881-1973
Oil on cardboard

Courtesy of the RISD Museum, Providence, Rhode Island
122

MATERIAL POTENTIAL | Recontextualizing Material Libraries

View of Auvers-sur-Oise,1890
Vincent van Gogh Dutch, 1853-1890
Oil on canvas

Courtesy of the RISD Museum, Providence, Rhode Island
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“Large yellow foam-like block for foreground with
transparent, fury of suede and chained texture
for middle ground and greenish glass piece for
background.”
that have been realized in the most finished form.
I was given the opportunity to present the results
of the Museum Intervention to the RISD Museum’s
Education Committee. They were impressed with
the engagement of the visitors participating in this
activity because it presented an alternative way to
activate the works in the Museum.
When I explained the relationship between the
intervention and the Material Potential navigation
system it sparked their interest in using prompt
questions alongside art works in the museum
in the future. Often diluted and over-simplified
explanations are paired alongside works of art in
an effort to encourage access and engagement
from visitors less affected by the experience.
Incorporating prompts and responses like those
presented here offers a broader application of my
thesis research. o

Museum Intervention, RISD Museum, European Painting Gallery
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Material Potential | Conclusion

I

f the first phase was an explosion of resources
available to help designers innovate then the
second phase is much more about systems
and new strategies for these resources to be
implemented.39

making and critiquing works of art and design, I
have created a system that can be applied beyond
material libraries. I have related the impulse
to collect, arrange, and consider objects of the
material world to the potential of material itself.

The system I have created, Material Potential |
Navigating the Material Library, is designed to
prompt new experiences and challenge a material
and a maker’s potential. This tool increases the
engagement and access of the Material Resource
Center by facilitating conversation, process, and
potential of materials.

In all forms, material can be considered the
marrow of all making, in infinite combination,
whether literal or conceptual. But it is the way we
form and articulate material that truly defines its
potential. o

Artists and designers visiting the Material
Resource Center are undoubtedly makers and
consider materials of all kind to realize their
passion. Utilizing this resource as a reference
in their process, students will return to their
studios to apply, appropriate, and experiment
as they build on a previous idea or imagine new
possibilities that will materialize into works of art
and design.
The concept of collecting has guided my thesis
research as both inspiration and application.
Borrowing from the caverns of museums, libraries
of limitless knowledge, and the creative process of
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